“It was very random. We were just 


working and ambling around and 
wasting time, fucking about.” 

So it was that Radiohead created 
what arguably stands as the most artisti- 
cally accomplished British rock record of 
the last ten years. When one considers its 
surrounding environment — the last 
dregs of Britpop, characterised by a 
increasingly stale devotion to the music 
of the 1960s — the achievement only 
seems more colossal. This was truly 
modern music, proving that a gang of 
men whose chief means of expression 
was the guitar could still make a sound 
that was the embodiment of the late 
20th Century. 

It’s some token of the importance of 
accident and chance to the album’s 
creation that Radiohead initially set out 
to make a “straightforward, optimistic” 
pop record. That resolution was quickly 
torn to pieces, but three others remained 


intact. Firstly, having always been uncom- 
fortable with the recording ritual, they 
wanted to be completely in charge. 
Secondly, Thom Yorke intended to leave 
behind the introspective world of ‘The 
Bends’ and root the new album in his 
observation of the outside world. 

Perhaps most important of all was the 
fact that Radiohead were hell-bent on 
avoiding the generic straitjacket of 
ordinary rock music. 

“We weren't listening to guitar bands, 
we were thoroughly ashamed of being a 
guitar band,” said Thom. “So we bought 
loads of keyboards and learned how to 
use them, and when we got bored we 
went back to guitars.” 


Exploratory sessions — the musical equiv- 
alent of principal photography — began in 
the first weeks of 1996 at Canned 
Applause, Radiohead’s rehearsal space in 
Sutton Courtenay, Oxfordshire. Here, the 
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subjected to all manner of different treat- 
ments. The band tried recording its 
sections in real-time, only to find the feat 
beyond them. So it was that it was 
recorded in three separate parts, drummer 
Phil Selway chose the takes with which he 
was the happiest, and the group 
completed the album’s centrepiece, its 
keynote sequence of music. 

They took a break from recording in 
October, and returned to St Catherine’s 
Court a few weeks later. At the end of this 
second spurt of work, Radiohead hit a very 
predictable problem: given the wealth of 
music that had been recorded, and their 
indecision about which versions of which 
songs were the best, how were they going 
to know when to stop? 

“It could have gone on for another year,” 
said Thom. “Jonny came in, in January, into 
the studio, and said, ‘Right, that’s it. We 


have to stop now. We have to finish what 
we've got and stop.’ So we wrote down 
what we'd done and went, ‘Yeah, OK.” 
There were further traumas about the 
sequencing: Thom eventually reconciled 
himself to the impossibility of complete 
comfort with any running order, and 
arranged the songs as best he could. 

As it turned out, ‘OK Computer’ was 
a landmark album, acclaimed as such 
by everyone who heard it. Rarely has 
the standard human activity of “ambling 
around, just fucking about” been so 
stunningly productive. 
JOHN Harris 


RADIOHEAD ‘OK COMPUTER’ 

RELEASED: June 1997 

HIGHEST CHART POSITION: [UK] #1 [US] #21 
SINGLES: ‘Paranoid Android’ June 1997 [UK #3]; 
‘Karma Police’ August 1997 [#8]; ‘No Surprises’ 
January 1998 [#4]; ‘Airbag’ April 1998 [US #57] 
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